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This M.A. thesis explores critiques of multiculturalism made by Japanese 
American writer Karen Tei Yamashita in her novel Tropic of Orange, which focuses 
on Los Angeles, not as a peaceful heaven of multiculturalism, but as a global 
community where immigrants from various regions inhabit. The novel cleverly 
depicts the historical roots and contemporary social changes that have great impacts 
on ethnic groups. The novel further conducts a portfolio of resistance initiated by 
immigrant groups themselves to highlight social inequalities and conflicts that 
supporters of multiculturalism have ignored, showing social restrictions for ethnic 
groups. 
The present thesis mainly includes three chapters in addition to an introduction 
and a conclusion. The introductory chapter offers a brief introduction to Karen Tei 
Yamashita and her works as well as a detailed analysis of the research background of 
her recent novel Tropic of Orange. Chapter one concentrates on a study of 
multiculturalism in the U.S. and also its relationship with Asian American Studies, 
which criticizes the discourse of multiculturalism in many important ways, especially 
critiques addressed by Lisa Lowe. As a country which consists of multiple ethnic 
groups, the previous cultural hegemony of the U.S. has gradually been replaced by the 
discourse of multiculturalism with the clash of different cultures and civilizations 
during the period of time after the passage of New Immigration Act of 1965. Growing 
up in such a multicultural environment, Japanese American writer Yamashita 
incorporates her multicultural conception into her writings; thus, Chapter two 
criticizes multiculturalism through demonstrating historical facts, namely, the 
Japanese Internment during World War II and Chinese Exclusion Acts as well as 
NAFTA (North American Free Trade Agreement), which shed light on contemporary 
issues such as the negative psychological effects on the next generation of Japanese 
Americans and the harsh living conditions for minorities in today’s society. However, 
the past is dying, and a new future is being born. It generates inspiration from the 
chaos that beats upon the suppressed people. With their courage and determination, 
the homeless people and migrants began to create sites of resistance which gradually 















establishing gardens that both physically and psychologically nourish them, which is 
analyzed in Chapter Three. In conclusion, Yamashita clearly addresses her critiques of 
multiculturalism in Tropic of Orange and produces practical significance for the 
modern world.   
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1. Karen Tei Yamashita  
For a long period of time, Asian American studies have been involved in recovering the 
neglected east-west connections. This is due to the fact that many critics show their 
great concern over the consequences of decentralizing the continuing power of the U.S. 
in racializing Asian Americans within its borders if Asian American studies shift to 
center on other cultures elsewhere rather than their own distinctive cultures. Moreover, 
because the racialization of Asian people exercised by the U.S. government in history 
has been so closely connected with Asian countries, it is clear that Asian American 
studies pay more attention to east-west links than look critically at the connection 
between north and south, which therefore does not find as much attraction as the former. 
However, Karen Tei Yamashita’s writing calls for another thinking mode for Asian 
American critics through her “rehistoricizing effort” and “interdisciplinary and 
multiethnic representational method within a self-consciously maintained Asian 
American historicity” (Ling 2). She attempts to put the United States in a decentralized 
position through critical approaches based on the specific site of the nation-state and to 
reconsider Asian American studies in other nations. Besides, unlike the previous Asian 
American studies which bear the legacy of American studies, the approaches used in 
Yamashita’s published works are based on studies of the history of Asian Americans 
within the US borders as well as perspectives from the other nations (Ling 1-29). 
 To illustrate the particularity of Karen Tei Yamashita’s works and how these 
works can move from depicting the US nation to reaching to aspects from the other 
nations, I will briefly introduce the life experience of Yamashita and the novel Tropic of 
Orange she has recently wrote, which changes the east-west aspect to the north-south 
aspect. Karen Tei Yamashita first went to Brazil in 1975 and then lived there for about 
ten years. Then she went to Japan and lived there for half a year, which evoked her 















U.S.. Given her transnational experience, Yamashita’s life experience reflects her 
obsession with concepts of multiculturalism and cultural hybridization. Asian 
American literary discourse has only included part of her work, for most of her works 
are set in Brazil. Her focus on Brazil proves her works’ uniqueness in the usual field of 
American literature.   
Inspired by the Civil Rights Movement occurring in the US at that time, she went 
to Japan as a student and began to trace the history of her family. During that time, she 
learned to perform as a native Japanese. Nevertheless, she was often questioned by the 
natives about her family history. Then the questioner would consider her as a pure 
Japanese, a story which she also depicted in her novel Circle K Cycles. Because she 
desperately wants to understand what it means to be a true Japanese, she went to 
Brazil. Aside from the U.S. and Japan as contexts for investigating and experiencing 
the sense of being Japanese, Brazil was thought to answer her question of pure 
Japaneseness to which she could not find out answers either in the U.S. or in Japan. 
Consequently, while in Brazil, she conducted extensive interviews with some Japanese 
descendants as well as members of other Japanese-Brazilian communities. Later, she 
recreated what she learned in another novel Brazil-Maru. These works encourage an 
opening outside the U.S. in multiple terrains, not being confined within only one 
nation-state. In this case, she fictively wrote her third novel Tropic of Orange, which 
focuses on Los Angeles and diversifies scenes around borders and profoundly recreates 
the idea of setting as well as undermines the view of the city Los Angeles as a haven of 
multiculturalism. 
2. Tropic of Orange  
In her previous works as mentioned above, Yamashita turns away from the fixed area of 
Asian American studies dominated by such concepts as cultural nationalism, which 
insists on the sense of belonging in the U.S. and explores a new terrain that is both 
familiar and foreign to Asian American studies at the same time. By interweaving 















finding commonalities and differences among various spaces and articulating national 
relationships between the U.S. and Mexico. In this situation, each place must be studied 
in a refreshed way with the particular relation taken into consideration. Thus, the novel 
Tropic of Orange offers us a distinct description of Los Angeles, a multidimensional 
city in the U.S. through voices of a cast of characters from multicultural backgrounds. 
These characters include Gabriel Balboa, a Chicano newspaper reporter, who has 
recently built a house along the borderland of his ancestors; Emi, also molded as a 
rebellious Japanese-American news reporter and Gabriel’s girlfriend; Buzzworm, an 
African-American informant who provides street news to Gabriel; Rafaela Cortes, 
Gabriel’s housekeeper, who has recently split up with her husband and returned to her 
native Mexico with her son Sol; Bobby Ngu, Rafaela’s Chinese husband, who is a 
Singaporean of Chinese ethnicity, speaking English heavily influenced by Spanish; 
Manzanar Murakimi, Emi’s grandfather who was a surgeon and now homeless, 
conducting symphonies from the freeway overpasses; and Arcangel, a freak trickster 
and shape shifter, who embodies historical consciousness and challenges the 
SUPERNAFTA, who draws blood from wetbacks from Mexico. All these characters 
articulate their visions of Los Angeles, disclosing the plot line within seven days from 
Monday to Sunday correspondingly. 
At first glance, the diverse cast of characters might seem to guide readers to view 
the city of Los Angeles as the place where the future of multiculturalism exists in the 
contemporary world. Nonetheless, Yamashita undermines this ideal in a number of 
ways. For example, in one interview, the interviewer Elizabeth P. Glixman asked 
Yamashita why the white people were absent. Yamashita explained:  
they're all around; they're just not main characters. Isn't this the way people of 
color are treated in the media? We're just incidental characters or background 
material, and we're usually stereotyped and get killed off before the end. I 
wanted to turn those tables. (Glixman in Eclectica) 
Yamashita maximizes the role of minorities and undermines the role of the 
dominant group, evidently challenging the central position of the white people in 















also resist the seemingly peaceful cohabitation of people of diverse backgrounds in 
their distinct ways. Thus, in the following, I attempt to show how Yamashita criticizes 
multiculturalism through excavating ethnic-based history as well as depicting social 
injustice in contemporary society and the resistance initiated by ethnic minorities. 
3. The Main Ideas of Each Chapter  
This thesis consists of three chapters besides the Introduction and the Conclusion. 
Chapter one focuses on the theoretical framework, and the following two chapters 
center on the historical and contemporary issues concerning multiculturalism, which 
imposes great pressure on minorities’ life in the U.S. and also their resistance against it.  
The Introduction first briefly sets the background for studying the novel Tropic of 
Orange in the field of Asian American studies, which concentrates on the east-west 
connections while the writer Yamashita opens a new ground - the south-north 
connections - for the Asian American literary world. And then it moves on to explain 
what important contributions Yamashita has made to Asian American studies and how 
her life experience in Brazil influenced her literary mind, followed by the analysis of 
the basic content of the novel. The final part of the Introduction highlights the structure 
of this thesis. 
Chapter one first examines various connotations of multiculturalism proposed by 
different theorists since we cannot have the exact definition of it as well as its 
development in the US nation-state. The second part of this chapter evaluates the limits 
of multiculturalism which is opposed by some critics and can be proved inefficient in 
both past and present social practices. Then the last part mainly uses Lisa Lowe’s views 
on multiculturalism to demonstrate that Asian American studies, especially the study of 
Asian American literatures, break the mask of multiculturalism and open a new world 
for struggles of Asian groups and rewrites the official historical representation of them.  
Chapter two traces the immigrant history of each character and examines their 
contemporary living conditions and the social restrictions that are imposed on them, 
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